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INTRODUCTORY  STATEMENT 

Tho  State  Planning  Conrdssion  of  Maryland  ivas  requested  sone  monthe 
ago  by  several  of  the  Counties  of  the  State,  to  have  a  roviei/v  prepared  of 
the  present  system  of  assessnent  and  oollection  of  motor  vehicle  propervy 
taxes  in  Maryland.   It  v/as  folt  by  sone  that  the  present  proceduro  was  b'  ti- 
Gxponsivo  and  inefficient  and  that  some  noro  simple  device  for  assessing 
such  property  should  bo  devised. 

Through  the  cooperation  of  the  University  of  Maryland,  Mr.  William 
Paul  Walker  of  the  Department  of  Agricultural  Economics  of  that  University 
was  requested  to  make  this  study, 

Tho  results  of  his  review  of  this  situation  are  indicated  in  the  re- 
port attached  to  this  foreword. 

In  place  of  either  county  or  state  collection  of  motor  vehicle  prop- 
erty taxes,  separate  and  distinct  from  other  property  taxes,  Mr.  Walker  pro- 
poses four  alternatives,  as  follows: 

1.  That  the  property  tax  on  motor  vehicles  be  abolished. 

2.  That  the  property  tax  on  motor  vehicles  be  included  in  the  tax 
bill  on  real  estate  and/or  other  personal  property. 

3.  That  the  motor  vehicle  ovmer  be  required  to  pay  a  graduated  in- 
spection fee  before  being  able  to  secure  a  license  plate.   The  inspection 
fee  would  bo  payable  to  the  county  or  local  governxaent  in  which  the  owner 
resides. 

4.  That  the  property  tax  on  motor  vehicles  be  replaced  by  a  sharo  '. 
the  tax  on  gasoline  or  a  share  of  the  motor  vehicle  license  revenue.   This 
revenue  in  turn  would  be  distributed  to  the  State,  counties  and  incorpora-o, 
units  on  a  proportionate  basis, 
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The  governmental  officials  responsible  for  the  activities  described 
in  the  attached  report  should  review  the  report  with  considorable  care  in 
order  to  doternino  vfhat  modification,  if  any,  should  bo  made  in  a  taX  col- 
lecxion  procedure  which  apparently  has  a  nunbor  of  disabilities. 
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THE  ASSESSIIENT  M^   COLLIICTIOIT  0?  IIOTOR  VEHICLE  PROPERTY 

TiC{ES  ET  MARYLAND 

Report  to  the  Maryland  State  Plaxaiing  Commission 

by 
Im.  Paul  Walker 

Department  of  Agricultural  Economics,  University  of  Iferyland. 


IHTRODUCTIQIT 

During  the  fall  months  of  1935,  seventeen  of  the  tvrenty- three  coun- 
ties of  Maryland  uere  visited  for  the  purpose  of  determining  the  jnethods 
utilized  in  collecting  motor  vehicle  property  taxes  and  the  problems  con- 
nected therewith. 

Some  counties  have  been  experiencing  difficulty  in  maintaining  an 
accurate  tax  roll  of  motor  vehicles.  This  has  resulted  in  some  loss  of 
revenue;  but  probably  just  as  important,  counties  have  been  unable  to  close 
their  books  on  this  kind  of  property  at  the  end  of  the  fiscal  year;  and  ad- 
ditional vrork  is  required  of  the  State  auditing  department  in  checking  and 
making  allowances  for  open  accounts. 

There  are  three  policies  in  the  several  states  concerning  the  tax- 
ation of  motor  vehicles  as  personal  property.   In  1932  seventeen  states  ex- 
empted motor  vehicles  entirely.  Five  states  and  the  District  of  Columbia 
had  special  laws  to  insure  the  payraent  of  property  taxes  on  motor  vehicles 
before  license  plates  could  be  issued.   In  the  remaining  twenty-six  states 
motor  vehicles  were  subject  to  the  general  property''  tax  lav;  with  the  result 
that  considerable  delinquency  exists  because  of  failure  to  list  the  vehicles- 
for  assessments  and  failure  to  make  collections.   This  situation  has  not 
changed  materially  since  1932. 

Unfortunately  the  motor  vehicle  does  not  lend  itself  readily  to  tax- 
ation under  general  property  tax  laws.   In  recognition  of  this  difficulty 
many  states  have  exempted  the  motor  vehicle  from  general  property  taxation 
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In  some  of  theses  states  a  direct  return  is  nuide  to  local  govermneiits  out  of 
some  state  fund,  derived  frori  an  increase  in  the  motor  vehicle  license  foe, 
to  replace  the  revenues  lost  from  property  tax  exemption  of  motor  vehicles.. 
The  United  States  Bureau  of  Public  Roads  concluded  from  their  survey 
•f  motor  vehicle  taxation,  that  "the  gen-.ral  personal  property  tax,  as  or- 
dinarily administered,  is  not  an  effective  moans  of  reaching  property  in 

the  form  of  motor  vehicles". /l 

—  1* 

Two  major  objectives  are  apparent  in  requiring  motor  vehicle  ovmers 
t»  pay  property  taxes  on  motor  vehicles  befofo  being  o.blo  to  secure  license 
plates  to  dpor'ate  such  vehicles;  one  being  to  guai*antce  one  hundred  per 
cent  collection  of  that  property  taxj  and  the  other  being  o.n  attempt  te 
make  cor'tain  groups  in  society^  vrho  oivn  no  other*  taxable  property,  contri- 
bute dit-cctly  to  general  govofiimontal  functions* 

The  Assossmoht  of  Motor  Vehicles 

li I      III  III   ii>   *■!     i  I    ,1  II        iiin 

Motor  vehicles  can  bo  listed  and  vulu.jd  fet-  pi^operty  taxation  Virith 

success  equal  to  the  listing  of  other  taxable  properties.  However,  under 

present  methods  of  administration,  motor  vehicle  taxation  is  more  difficult 

than  is  the  case  with  other  property.   The  large  number  of  motor  vehicles, 

the  differences  in  make,  t}ppo   and  age,  the  frequency  with  which  ownership 

is  transferred,  the  difficulty  of  establishing  and  maintaining  the  residence 

address  of  motor  vehicle  oiivners,  and  other  similar  conditions  combine  to 

make  the  assessment  of  motor  vehicles  a  time-consuming  task  of  assessors- 

The  mobility  and  destructibility  of  the  property,  the  long  interval  betw-icn 

the  date  when  the  Commissioner  of  Motor  Vehicles  compiles  the  list  of  mot'T 

vehicles  and  the  date  v/hcn  property  taxes  are  duo,  the  necessity  under  the 

present  arrangement  to  have  the  title  and  tax  assessment  agree  as  to  rosi- 

~/l     The  Taxation  of  Motgr  Vehicles  in  1932,  by  the  United  States  Bureau  of 
Public  Roads,  pp.  81-82,  October,  1934. 
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dence  of  the  motor  vehicle  oi/vner,  all  tend  to  make  the  assessment  and  col- 
lection of  the  motor  -vehicle  property  tax  a  most  complex  fiscal  procedure. 

Most  counties  assess  motor  vehicles  as  of  the  same  date  of  finality 
used  for  real  estate  and  other  personal  property.   This  means  that  all  motor 
vehicles  registered  before  the  date  of  finality  will  appear  on  the  current 
levy  tax  roll,  unless  the  "deadline"  for  title  numbers  excludes  them.   Thus, 
a  motor  vehicle  0T.vner  pays  taxes  on  the  motor  vehicle  oivned  at  the  time  the 
last  license  plates  were  issued..   In  a  few  counties  the  assessments  do  not 
take  place  until  about  November  or  December  and  the  date  of  tax  assessment 
and  collection  coincides  rather  closely  with  the  application  for  license 
plates  for  the  ansuing  year.   It  is  possible  to  own  a  motor  vehicle  for  as 
long  as  fifteen  months  before  any  taxes  are  assessed  against  it,  if  such 
vehicle  is  purchased  immediately  folloTiving  the  date  of  finality  for  assess- 
ing such  property. 

Due  to  the  slow  movement  of  registration  stubs  from  the  Commissioner 
of  Motor  Vehicles  office  to  the  State  Tax  Cor.imission'  s  office,  thence  to  the 
printer's  office,  and  finally  to  the  county  commissioners'  office,  it  be- 
comes rather  difficult  for  the  county  commissioners  to  determine  the  total 
assessable  basis  on  motor  vehicles  by  the  time  the  levy  must  be  made.   The  o- 
fore,  in  many  counties  they  are  required  to  estimate  the  taxable  basis  for 
iriotor  vehicle  property  in  determining  the  budget. 

In  assessing  motor  vehicles  most  counties  follow  recommendations  9f 
the  State  Tax  Commission,  which  call  for  a  percentage  reduction  from  the 
f.  o.  b.  selling  price  of  the  automobile  in  accordance  v^rith  a  schedule  of 
depreciation  in  subsequent  years  after  purchase.   The  schedule  of  percentage 
agos  applied  to  the  selling  price  in  determining  the  assessment  is  as  fol- 
lows?  first  year,  65^;  second  y -ar,  i5%;    third  year,  30/^;  fourth  year,  20%: 
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and  fifth  year,  IQffo./l^    In  case  this  percentage  reduction  does  not  decrease 
the  value  to  ^100  in  five  years,  a  further  reduction  is  made  (iargely  by 
Balti«.ore  City).   A  few  counties  use  automobile  "current  value  books"  to 
establish  the  value  of  motor  vehicles.   Of  those  counties  surveyed,  only 
three  assess  motor  vehicles  for  less  than  vlOO,  the  Eunimum  in  those  coun- 
ties being  ^50-   It  is  quite  possible  that  variations  exist  in  assessments 
on  similar  motor  vehicles  among  the  several  counties. 

In  some  states  the  Tax  Coiiunission  furnishes  local  assessors  with  a 
booklet  containing  the  proper  assessments  to  bo  placed  on  each  year,  make 
and  model  of  motor  Vehicle  for  the  year  in  question.   Those  calculations 
save  the  necessity  of  such  calculations  on  the  part  of  each  county,  and  thejr 
also  serve  in  obtaining  uniform  and  equitable  assessments  throughout  the 
state. 

Flat  percentage  reductions  arc  crude  mechanical  devices  that  produce 
inequalities  under  conditions  of  changing  market  prices  for  motor  vehicles. 
For  instance,  in  the  evunt  of  rapid  decline  in  prices,  an  oj.der  model  may 
be  assessed  for  more  than  a  recent  model,  if  assessed  on  the  basis  of  per- 
centage reduction.   Official  current  coiamorcial  ■valuation  statistics  for  de- 
termining the  assessments  on  motor  vehicles  afford  a  more  scientific  basis 
for  arriving  at  the  value  of  such  vehicles  for  tajc  purposes. 

The  personnel  concerned  in  the  assessment  of  .notor  vehicles  general- 
ly consists  of  the  supervisor  of  assessments,  his  aide,  or  clerks  in  the 
county  commissienors'  office.   Tax  lists  are  generally  rocordcd  in  alpha- 
betical arrangement,  v/ith  such  information  as  will  identify  the  motor  vehJrlc 
and  the  ovmer.   In  some  counties  the  assessment  roll  is  made  up  each  year. 

"71  It  will  bo  noted  that  all  notor  vehicles  selling  for  less  than  |1,000 
will  come  v/ithin  the  s?100  minimum  assessment  class  in  the  fifth  year  after 
purchase. 
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It  is  claimed  thit,  by  so  doing,  the-  checking  of  ovmer  and  tax  payment  is 
facilitated,  in  that  the  alphaboticnl  arrangement  is  net  materially  dis- 
turbed during  the  course  of  the  j^ear.   In  other  counties,  T;hcro  a  composite 
assessment  record  is  kept  for  a  period  of  three  or  more  years,  some  diffi- 
culties are  experienced  because  many  changes  occur  vdth  respect  to  the  wvm- 
ership  of  motor  vehicles,  thus  iiiaking  it  difficult  to  establish  coherent 
alphabetical  lists.   It  is  claimed,  however,  that  an  assessment  record  in- 
volving a  period  of  three  or  more  years  eliminates  the  necessity  of  copying 
consid arable  material,  at  added  expense,  on  to  new  record  books  each  year- 

Generally  speaking,  a  duplicate  of  the  record  of  assessments  in  the 
county  commissioners'  office  is  available  in  the  treasurer's  office  for 
purposes  of  accountancy  verifications  and  identifications.   In  some  in- 
stances the  only  record  in  the  county  comiais  si  oners'  office  is  a  card  indox 
file,  in  which  case  a  more  permanent  and  bound  record  book  is  kept  in  the 
treasurer' s  office.   It  would  seem  advisable  that  at  loAst  one  permanently 
bound  record  book  be  kept  by  the  county*   If  this  is  dohe  in  the  countj/-  com- 
missioners' office,  the  only  record  necessa.ry  for  the  treasurer's  office  is 
a  re--eiptjd  tax  bill  book  with  stubs  a.ttached,  or  some  other  special  motor 
vehicle  tax  book  whereby  the  aiaount  and  the  dte  of  payment,  by  each  motor 
vehicle  owner,  c  :.n  be  recorded. 

In  many  counties  one  or  more  special  clerks  handle  the  motor  vehicle 
records  and  assessments,  and  also  make  out  the  tax  bills  and  assist  the 
treasurer  in  mailing  them.   There  is  some  feeling  that  the  handling  of  motor 
vehicle  assessments  interferes  vdth  the  assessment  of  real  estate  and  other 
personal  property,  which  would  provide  greater  proportionate  revenue  to  the 
county  for  the  time  and  expense  involved-   liThereas  the  total  assessment 
against  motor  vehicles  for  county  purposes  in  1934  (excluding  Baltimore  City 
cjaounted  to  about  ;^24 , 400 , 000 ,  or  2.7  per  cent  of  the  total  of  sp920, 500,000 
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assQSsments  taking  the  full  county  tax  rates,  it  is  quite  possible  that  25 
par   cent  of  tho  time  of  assessors  and  collectors  is  taken  to  assess  and  col- 
lect taxes  on  motor  "vehicles.   In  most  cases  extra  or  special  clerical  help 
perform  tho  duties  connoctod  vdth  motor  vohiclo  rgbords.  It  is  probable 
that  tho  clgrical  force  would  need  to  be  less,  if  motor  vohicloa  did  not 
have  to  bo  assessed  separately  frola  other  property.   Othermsc,  personal 
property  and  real  estate  assessnonts  could  be  given  more  attention. 

Some  counties  have  not  found  it  necessary  to  increase  their  clerical 
forces  by  virtue  of  tho  extra  work  involved  in  maintaining  a  separate  tax 
list  of  motor  vehicles  in  compliance  \vith  tho  law.   In  such  cases  the  v/ork 
in  the  assessing  and  collection  offices  is  so  organized  that  the  employees 
can  shift  from  one  duty  to  another,  thus  dovetailing  their  work  so  as  to 
avoid  0.   considerable  peak  rush  period  on  account  of  motor  vehicle  assess- 
ments and  tax  collections.   Proper  organization  in  the  vai'ious  county  of- 
fices may  make  unnecessary  much  of  tho  othcrvri.se  added  expenditures  incurred 
on  account  of  separate  motor  vehicle  tax  adr:iini  strati  on. 

Collecting  Motor  Vehicle  Taxes 

Experience  has  proven  that  much  of  tho  taxes  levied  against  motor 
vehicles  would  not  be  collected  if  the  collections  were  not  made  a  pre- 
requisite to  securing  licens'e  plates.   The  United  States  Bureau  of  Public 
Roads  /l^   reports  that  those  states  virhich  tax  motor  vehicles  under  their 
general  laws  collect  an  average  of  seventy-six  per  cent  of  all  personal 
property  taxes,  but  probably  not  #ver  sixty  per  cent  of  the  personal  prop- 
erty taxes  levied  against  motor  vehicles.   Fourteen  of  the  t^/renty-six  state 
repoi^t  collections  of  from  eighty  to  ninety-eight  per  cent  of  all  personal 
property  tax  levies,  v/hich  suggests  that  in  those  states  the  motor  vehicle 

yi     The  Taxation  of  Motor  Vehicles  in  1932,  by  the  United  States  Bureau  of 
Public  Roads,  p.  83,  October,  1934. 
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property  tax  collections  probably  rangud  between  sixty-five  and  seventy- 
five  per  cont. 

It  is  quite  apparent  that  in  Maryland  too  many  tn.nsactions  are  in- 
volved, in  nost  coimties,  in  paying  ractfcr  vehicle  property  taxes  incident  tq 
and  as  a  pre-requisito  for,  obtaining  license  plates.  Many  counties  have 
eliminated  some  of  these  transactions  by  naking  it  a  responsibility  on  the 
part  of  the  taxpayers  to  appeur  at  the  county  scat  and  satisfy  taxes  levied 
against  motor  vehicles  before  applying  for  license  plates,  ITOiile  this  elim- 
inates some  of  the  nailing  expense  and  work  on  the  part  of  the  county,  it 
necessarily  incurs  additional  trouble  and  expense  on  the  part  of  the  tax- 
payers, especially  those  living  at  a  distance  from  the  county  seat,  and  it 
makes  tax  payments  more  onerous. 

The  number  of  transactions  and  the  cost  involved  in  naking  motor  ve- 
hicle tax  payments  are  unreasonable  in  many  counties.   For  instance,  the 
county  treasurer  nay  mail  a  tax  bill  to  a  motor  vehicle  oiivnor.   The  ovmer 
in  turn  remits  by  check  or  money  order  through  the  mail  and  roq^iests  a  re- 
ceipt, v/hich  the  treasurer  supplies  by  mail.  YJhcn  the  CoKSiiissioner  of  Motor 
Vehicles  mails  the  application  blank  to  the  owner,  the  ovmor  in  turn  mails 
it  to  the  county  treasurer  for  perforation.   If  the  ov;ner  resides  in  certain 
incorporated  towns  he  must  also  have  the  town  treasurer  perforate  the  blank 
as  evidence  of  having  paid  incorporated  tov.n  taxes  on  said  motor  vehicle. 
Upon  perforation  the  treasurer  returns  it  to  the  ovmer  who  is  finally  in  a 
position  to  mail  the  application  blank  in  acceptable  form  to  the  Commissien- 
er  of  Motor  Vehicles  office  for  license  plates. 

Thus,  as  much  as  fifteen  cents  in  staups  and  the  cost  of  five  en- 
velopes and  stationery  nay  be  involved  in  collecting  a  small  amount  of 
cpunty  taxes,  v^hich,  in  a  large  per  cent  of  cases,  totals  n»t  more  than  one 
dollar  per  motor  vehicle.   In  addition,  many  persons  do  not  have  suitable 
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envolopGS  to  ncil  the  lo.rgc-sizcd  application  blank,  and  duo  to  this  fact, 
and  the  fact  that  ovmers  fail  to  use  such  envelope  facilities  as  may  te 
furnished  by  th'.  Conunissionef  if   Motor  Vehicles  office;  one  co\mty  encloses 
suitable  size  envelopes  to  oiivners  when  tax  bills  are  laailed  out. 

The  law  requires  "the  county  conimis  si  oners  to  make  separate  asses  s- 
nehts  and  prepare  separate  tax  bills  for  motor  vehicles.   This  has  neces- 
sarily involved  additional  expense  on  the  county  in  record  keeping  and  in 
nailing  tax  bills.   There  seems  to  be  a  grovdng  tendency  to  dispense  vd-th 
the  practice  of  laailing  motor  vehicle  tax  bills  to  owiors.  Many  county  of- 
ficials do  not  feel  justified  in  mailing  such  trx  i^ilis  for  two  reasons: 
first,  the  majority  of  motor  vehicle  ovmors  do  not  pay  the  tax  on  such  prop- 
erty until  December,  at  v/hich  tine  they  make  application  for  license  plates; 
second,  notif^dng  the  taxpayers  through  the  x.iail,  and  mailing  a  receipt, 
consumos  a  considerable  proportion  of  the  lovi   average  tax  collection  csn 
motor  vehicles . 

Most  counties  on  the  Western  Shore  mail  out  motor  vehicle  tax  bills, 
whereas  only  tvro  counties  on  the  Eastern  Shore  follow  such  a  practice. 
Y/herever  it  is  possible  to  mail  fron  local  post  of^ic:^s  t^  o-ccnt-stai.ip  en- 
velopes are  used,  othervd-se  throe-cont-stanp  envelopes  are  used.   One  ex- 
ception to  this  practice  is  in  the  case  of  Cecil  County,  where  motor  ve- 
hicle to.x  notices  arc  sent  out  on  »ne-cent  Federal  regulation  postal  cards. 
The  use  of  postal  cards  involves  extra  time  in  copying  t?x   records  to  the 
back  of  the  cards.  I'Vhen  co:..pared  with  the  use  of  triplicate  carbon  tojc 
bills,  one  of  which  is  mailed  in  an  envelope  to  the  t'.\xp'v't.-,  it  would  seem 
that  there  v,rould  bo  no  saving  in  the  use  of  ijost-il  cards.  Hov;ovor,  in  most 
coxmties  the  regular  officials  and  clerks  generally  have  slack  periods  in 
their  duties  during  v/hich  they  could  copy  such  tax  assessments  to  postal 
cards.   Furthermore,  on  the  basis  of  a  clerk  copying  6,000  such  tax  records 
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pcr  month,  tho  cost  of  oxtra  holp  (if  nccGSsary)  will  be  loss  thnn  the 
ai..otmt  savod  in  postage,  and  local  employiTiGnt  ivill  have  boon  incroasod. 

It  is  pcnnissabl^  to  use  o.   one-cent  postal  card  in  gi",  ing  notifica- 
tion of  current  t.xes  due.   Such  postal  card  ta::  notices,  hovrcTer^  rrust  be 
madled  before  the  beginning  of  any  tax  intoroct  or   penalty  date,  or  tine 
v;hon  current  taxes  are  delinquent  and  subject  to  collection  by  distress  pro- 
cedure.  Any  county  contcnplating  the  use  of  the  one-cent  postal  card  should 
subi'iiit  its  proposed  form  to  tho  solicitor's  office  of  the  United  States  Post 
Office  Departnent  in  order*  to  obtain  a  rulihg  on  the  nailability  of  such 
proposed  form.   It  is  also  possibl'.-  to  nail  out  receipts  for  t-'.Jt   payments 
on  one-cent  postal  cards  if  such  receipts  are  for  current  taxes  without  ad- 
ditions on  account  of  interest,  penalty  or  cost  on  account  of  forced  pro- 
cedure in  collection. 

One  may  concludj  that  the  present  property  tax  levy  structure  in  the 
counties  is  not  the  best  fiscal  arrangement  for  the  collection  of  motor  ve- 
hicle property  taxes.   From  tho  standooint  of  the  taxpayer,  the  srxic  priv- 
ileges in  respect  to  discounts  should  be  extended  for  motor  vehicle  taxes 
as  for  other  taxes  due.  However,  the  early  payi-.ient  of  m.otor  vehicle  taxes, 
in  order  to  take  advantage  of  discoiints  or  even  to  escape  penalties  of  in- 
terest, would  entail  additional  trouble  and  expense  to  the  motor  vehicle 
owner  in  most  counties.  Whore  tho  county  mails  the  tax  bill  for  real  estate 
o.nd  tho  one  for  motor  vehicle  to  a  taxpayer  at  time  intervals,  it  is  quite 
possible  that  tho  motor  vehicle  tax  bill  will  reach  the  taxpayer  too  late 
to  take  advantage  of  discount  privileges  n.nd  the  tvvo  tax  bills  cannot  be 
settled  in  one  payment. 

Due  to  tho  fact  that  tho  Comiaissioner  of  Motor  Vehicles  office  will 
not  accept  receipted  tax  bills  as  evidence  of  tojc  payments  necessary  to 
secure  license  pltites  (except  as  provided  by  loc-^.l  law  in  1935  for  Carroll 
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County),  it  "bocones  a  rather  superficial  procedurs  for  the  county  to  iTir.il 
a  roceipted  t:uc  bill  to  tho  :,iotor  vcihiclo  o^-vncr  v/hon  such  receipt  is  of  no 
particular  value  to  th.::  ovmor  in  sucuring  license  plates,  and  the  own.<jT   iiius-: 
of  necessity  bring  or  send  to  tho  county  office  his  roEristration  application 
blanlc  to  bo  perforated.   Therefore,  nany  taxpayers  arc  inclined  to  wait 
until  tho  date  when  they  rocoiTO  th'^ir  application  blank  before  reiiiittinr; 
property  tax  paynonts,  at  which  tiiuo  they  can  pay  tb  ir  tax^^s  and  have  tht  j.r 
blanks  perforated  at  the  same  tiue.   This  is  a  general  practice, irrespective 
of  the  discount  privilege  and  interest  nenalties  on  motor  vehicle  property 
taxes,  because  of  the  rather  insignificant  anoiints  involved =   An  exception 
to  this  may  be  found  in  those  counti..—  mth  discount  privileges,  in  which 
cases  persons  liable  for  property  taxes  in  addition  to  motor  vehicle  taxes 
would  tond  to  pay  the  total  tax  bill  during  discount  periods o 

Table  1  illustrates  the  differences  in  time  of  paying  motor  vehicle 
property  taxes,  as  compared  vdth  other  property  taxes,  in  three  courties 
providing  discount  privileges  for  oarly  t;-.x  payments «   In  Harford  County 
about  forty-eight  per  cent  of  all  taxes,  othsr  than  motor  vehicle  property 
taxes,  wevG   paid  during  thr  first  four  months  of  the  fiscal  year,  v/hereas 
only  twenty-seven  per  cent  of  the  motor  vehicle  taxes  were  paid  in  those 
four  months.   Twenty-seven  per  cent  of  the  motor  vehicle  taxes  were  coll<5c- 
ted  in  the  month  of  December,  and  seventy-two  per  cent  of  tho  motor  vehicle 
taxes  wore  paid  under  interest  penalty,  v/hich  begins,  iv.   that  covinty,  on 
May  2.  •  ^ 

The  fiscal  year  in  Washington  County  begins  June  1,  v/ith  discounts 
allowed  in  June  and  July.   Collections  of  taxes  other  than  on  motor  vehicles 
amounted  to  sixty-nine  per  cent  of  the  total  in  those  first  tvro  months,  as 
compared  with  thirty-seven  per  cent  collection  of  motor  vehicle  taxes.   De- 
comber  was  the  largest  month  of  motor  vehicle  tax  collections  in  this  county 
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Tablo  1.   Konthly  Distribution^  in  Per  Cent,  of  Motor  Vohiclo  and  Other 

Property  Tax  Collections,  1934-1935 


Harford  County  ;(Vashing;ton  County  Talbot  County 

Motor      •  Motor  Motor 

Month          Vehicle    Other  Vohlclc    Othor  Vehicle    Other 

Proper-   Proper-  Proper-   Proper-  Proper-   Proper- 

ty  Taxos,  ty  Taxes  ty  Taxes  ty  Taxes  ty  Taxos  ty  Ta:x.j3 

Per  Cent  Per  Cent  Per  Cent  Per  Cent  Per  Cent  Per  Cenx. 


January 

Fcbruarjf 

March 

April 

May 

June 

July 

August 

Scptonbcr 

October 

Not  ember 

December 

Total 


1.3 

39,4 

3.E 

1.3 

5.3 

4.0 

6.3 

2.1 

i:k 

1.5 

1.3 

1.3 

10.4 

.1 

1.4 

2.2 

2.3 

1.2 

8.9 

5i9 

1.3 

1.4 

5.0 

3.1 

5.8 

2.3 

.9 

1.3 

1.5 

1.3 

3.6 

1.5 

29.2 

59.5 

1,2 

,1.1 

4.9 

2.5 

8.1 

9.8 

1,6 

13.0 

5.9 

4.© 

5.1 

6.6 

1.9 

57.2 

17.4 

18.7 

3.1 

2.2 

1.1 

4.1 

5.2 

7.8 

4.4 

3.5 

2,4 

5.1 

3.6 

1.0 

8.7 

4.1 

2.4 

2.6 

26,7 

14.7 

33.3 

6.6 

76.0 

6.0 

100.0 


100.0 


100.0 


100.0 


100.0 


100.0 


Note: 


Discounts  allowed  as  follows: 


1.  Harford  County 

2%   for  taxes  paid  in  January 
Ig^o  for  taxes  paid  in  Februa.ry 
1%   for  taxes  paid  in  March 
■^  for  taxes  paid  in  April 

2.  Washington  County 

5%   for  taxes  paid  in  June 
4:%   for  taxes  paid  in  July 

3.  Talbot  County 

Z%   for  taxes  paid  before  Septeriiber 


Interest  on  county  taxes  begins 
follOTTs: 

Harford  County  --  May  2 


Washington  County 
with  interest 


January  1^ 


Talbot  County  ■'-  January  1 


=3= 


Talbot  Coun.ty  provides  discount  privileges  during  July  and  August. 
Seventy  per  cent  of  the  taxes  on  properties  other  than  notor  vehicles  vrevQ 
collected  during  those  two  Eonths,  as  coraparod  with  three  per  cent  of  the 
motor  vehicle  taxes.   About  seventy-six  per  cent  of  motor  vehicle  tax  col- 
lections in  this  county  were  made  in  December. 

Insofar  as  it  could  bo  deten.-aned,  the  tendency  on  the  Eastern  Shore 
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SGons  to  be  for  notor  vehicle  comers  to  defer  their  property  tax  payineni;? 
on  motor  vehicles  until  Doccaber,  despite  tho  fact  that  they  pay  their  otLe. 
property  taxes  earlier  in  tho  year.   In  the  Western  Shore  coimties  a  largo 
percentage  of  property  o-ivners  presumably  pay  all  tooc  liabilities  in  tho  o"-;-:- 
or  part  of  the  fiscal  year,  thus  leaving  December  motor  vehicle  tax  pay- 
ments largely  for  payment  by  those  persons  assessed  for  no  property  other 
than  motor  vehicles.   It  is  a  rather  safe  assumption  that  December  const: - 
tutes  the  month  in  v/hich  motor  vehicle  property  tax  payments  are  largest  i-^. 
all  counties. 

This  lack  of  uniformity  in  the  fiscal  policies  appertaining  to  tax 
assessments  and  tax  colloction  on  motor  ■'•-'hide  property  suggests  certain 
changes.   One  way  of  meeting  the  situation  would  b'j  to  ulace  all  county 
fiscal  years  on  a  calendar  basis  ana  make  the  date  of  finality  for*  assess- 
ments in  iji.ce:..bor.   I^  the  c  .SC|  hovrevorj  th'^t  counties  prefer  to  retain 
their  present  variable  fiscal  years  it  might  be  advisable,  if  sUch  is  con- 
stitutional, to  ojuend  the  statutes  relative  to  •the  assessment  of  motor  ve- 
hicles, making  an  exception  in  the  case  of  that  class  of  property,  to  the 
effect  ths.t  motor  vehicles  could  bo  assessed  at  tho  time  of  ownership  when 
application  is  made  for  license  plates  during  tho  months  of  December  and 
January  and  subsequently  throughout  the  ensuing  year.   The  fiscal  year  may 
just  as  properly  end  June  30  for  all  counties,  in  v:hich  case  the  assessment 
of  motor  vehicles  couic'  take  place  in  June  and  thereafter. 

One  of  tho  obstructions  to  having  uniform  dates  of  finality  and  fis- 
cal years  for  the  various  counties  is  the  fact  that  tax  payi'.ients  are  arrange 
for  the  convenience  of  taxpayers  and  this  convenience  varies  in  the  severa."'.. 
counties.  While  this  may  bo  a  vrorthy  reason,  when  applied  to  large  tax  p 
ments,  it  is  inoonccivablo  that  the  small  tax  requirement  on  motor  vehicle; 
i/nuld  make  necessary  any  great  difference  among  the  county  fiscal  and  col- 
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lection  datos  in  order  to  provide  convonicnoe  to  t"xpayars.  Thoreforc,  a 
uniforn  procedure  for  motor  vohiclo  property  tax  collection  alone  migl^t  be 
justified. 

Much  of  tho  difficulty  involTod  in  the  assossnent  and  collection  of 
the  riotor  vehicle  property  tax  is  associated  vdth  the  transfer  of  motor  vg- 
hiclos  incident  to  trade-ins,  with  the  purchase  of  new  cars,  and  the  chantTo 
of  the  owier'  S  r*esidenco  from  one  county  to  another. 

In  oight  counties,  and  Baltimore  City,  the  registration  application 
blanks oi"  all  motor  vehicles,  regardless  of  title  nuraber,  must  be  perforated^ 
thus  showing  that  the  taxes  have  been  paid,  before  license  plates  can  be  ob- 
tainod.  In  the  other  fifteen  counties  it  is  not  necessary  to  have  tho  blani. 
perforated  if  the  title  number  of  tho  motor  vehicle  is  higher  than  the 
"deadline"  number  used  by  the  county. 

It  is  difficult  for  tho  various  counties  to  keep  track  of  motor  ve- 
hicles sold  outside  the  state,  as  well  as  those  vehicles  that  are  junked. 
This  situation  may  be  largely  corrected  by  having  the  CoLiirdssioner  of  Motor 
Vehicles  office  roake  available,  or  luail  to  the  counties,  a  current  list  of 
such  vehicles  sold  or  junked.   This  information,  as  Tfoll  as  a  record  of  the 
transfers  of  vehicles  from  surrounding  counties,  is  received  currently  by 
Baltimore  City.   Furthermore,  counties  should  exchange  Information  relative 
to  taxes  owed  by  residents  of  a  given  county  when  such  residents  a.pply  for 
license  plates  on  motor  vehicles  purchased  in  the  adjoining  county,  or  any 
other  county,  to  which  they  nay  have  moved. 

A  change  in  the  residence  of  a  motor  vehicle  owner  may  result  in  tax 
liability  in  two  counties  for  a  given  year.  For  instance,  a  person  may  be 
assessed  in  Baltimore  City  in  tho  fall  of  1935  for  taxes  due  in  1956.   If 
this  person  moves  to  Washington  County,  and  his  address  on  his  motor  ve- 
hiolo  registration  blank  is  changed  to  Washington  County,  he  will  also  be 
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subjoct  to  assessment  in  that  coimtv  for  the  yer.r  1936.   Therefore,  he  may 
pay  taxes  twice  on  the  same  motor  vehicle  before  securing  his  license  plates 
in  1937. 

All  motor  vehicle  o'.vnors  must  socure  license  plates  "before  thoy  can 
operate  motor  vehicles  in  the  state  of  Maryland.   In  order  to  secure  such 
license  plates  property  taxes  on  motor  vehicles  displaying  such  license 
plates  must  have  hoen  paid  in  some  political  jurisdiction  of  Maryland.  Com- 
plications arise  at  this  point,  'bocauso  of  the  fact  that  the  motor  vehicle 
on  which  the  taxes  have  been  paid  is  not  necessarily  the  one  for  which  ap- 
plication is  made  for  license  plates.   The  presumable  excuses  for  this  sit- 
uation are:  first,  that,  according  to  our  present  law,  a  person  is  liable 
for  assessment  against  the  property  ho  owns  at  the  date  of  finality  of  as- 
sessment in  preparation  for  tax  levies;  second,  that  it  would  be  impractic- 
able to  make  the  assessment  and  license  date  the  same,  because  of  the  peak 
rush  of  office  work  involved  in  making  assessments  and  collecting  the  tax 
within  the  short  period  during  December  when  most  vehicle  ovmers  v/ish  to  so- 
cure license  plates.   The  answer  to  the  first  contention  v/ould  mean  a  change 
in  the  law  relative  to  the  date  of  finality  for  assessing  motor  vehicles. 
The  second  contention  has  some  validity,  especially  where  large  numbers  of 
taxpayers  are  involved,  but  it  is  a  fact  that  in  some  counties  a  large  ma- 
jority of  the  motor  vehicle  o^mers  do  come  to  the  treasurer's  office  in  the 
month  of  December  and  make  motor  vehicle  tax  payments. 

Obviously  the  procedure  vrould  be  simplified  if  an  owner  paid  taxes 
in  tho  county  where  ho  is  residing  and  on  the  motor  vehicle  he  ovms  vAen  he 
applies  for  licens  platos.   To  make  this  possible  the  date  of  finality  for 
assessing  motor  vehicles  could  be  changed  to  a  date  corresponding  v/ith  tho 
time  v/hcn  application  is  made  for  license  plates.   Inasmuch  as  a  large  per 
cent  of  owners  keep  their  motor  vehicles  more  than  one  year,  the  peak  rush 
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in  the  office  may  ho   minimized  by  preparing  the  assessments  (and  oven  i^he 
tax  calculations  if  the  tax  rate  is  kno-vm)  in  advance.   Corrections  for 
changes  in  ownership  can  be  i.iade  in  the  office  upon  certification  by  the 
oivnor " 

Some  five  or  laore  counties  attempt  to  facilitate  the  payment  of  tax- 
es and  the  securing  of  license  plates  by  having  the  Coi.uaissioner  of  Motor 
Vehicles  send  to  the  county  treasurer  all  registration  .      ' '    applica- 
tion blanks  of  motor  vehicles  oi.vnod  by  residents  of  the  respective  counties. 
The  county  treasurer  in  turn  perforates  the  application  blanlcs  for  all  ve- 
hicles on  which  the  taxes  have  been  paid,  and  returns  those  applications  on 
which  taxes  are  due  against  the  vehicle,  as  \voll  as  those  perforated,  to  the 
Commissioner  of  Motor  Vehicles  office.  Many  counties  do  not  feel  justified 
in  having  the  Commissioner  of  Motor  Vehicles  send  all  application  blanks  to 
the  county  treasurer' s  office  for  perforation;  because  of  the  fact  that  rel- 
atively few  owners  pay  their  motor  vehicle  taxes  before  December;  and  be- 
cause it  is  the  practice  of  the  Commissioner  of  Motor  Vehicles  to  mail  out 
such  applications  to  motor  vehicle  owners  during  the  first  part  of  ueconbcr. 

It  would  be  possible  for  the  county  treasurer  to  keep  tho  application 
blanks  on  file,  perforate  them  as  the  owners  pay  their  taxes,  and  give  the 
perforated  blanks,  or  mail  them,  to  tho  respective  ovmers  insto'^.d  of  return- 
ing them  to  the  Commissioner  of  Motor  Vehicles  office.   The  objection  to 
this  lies  in  the  fact  tl|.at  many  residents  live  in  isolated  places  in  tho 
counties  and  they  •an   be  better  informed  as  to  their  state  of  tax  delinquen- 
cy and  how  to  proceed  by  direct  notice  (information  sheet)  accompanying  the 
application  blank  sejit  from  tKe  offiee  of  th«  Commissioner  of  Motor  Vehicles. 

Tax  bills  may  be  mailed  to  motor  vehicle  owners  at  about  the  same 
time  as  application  blanks  are  mailed  from  the  Commissioner  of  Motor  Ve- 
hicles office.   This  practice  may  present  legal  entanglements  if  notice  to 
the  taxpayer  is  required  before  interest  penalty  can  be  added  to  the  tax 


-16- 

lovy-   The  najor  ronson  for  ratiiling  tax  notices  is  to  advise  taxpayers  upon 
roquost  as  to  the  a:.iount  to  bo  rordttod  in  case  they  cannot  appear  at  tho 
troasuror's  offioo. 

Ono  county  is  Gxperiiacnting  ^vith  tho  use  of  a  tax  roocipted  bill 
(mado  in  triplicate  carbons),  which  the  aotor  vehicle  ovmor  can  forward^  as 
evidence  of  tax  payiuont,  v/ith  his  application  blank  for  securing  license 
plates.  This  practice  will  necessarily  increase  tho  filing  space  require- 
nonts  in  the  ComiAissionor  of  Motor  Vehicles  office.   It  is  also  possible 
that  sonc  taxpayers  would  misplace,  or  lose,  or  fail  to  enclose  such  re- 
ceipts v/ith  thoir  application  blanks.   Furthermore,  each  tax  bill  must 
identify  mthout  question  tho  vehicle  or  vehicles  on  v/hich  the  taxes  have 
been  paid,  in  order  that  the  ComriiSsioner  of  Motor  Vehicles  office  may  bo 
certain  that  tho  issuance  of  license  plates  is  in  accordance  vath  tho  ve- 
hicles on  which  the  property  taxes  have  been  paid. 

Many  states  issue  laotor  vehicle  license  plates  at  the  various  covinty 
seats  or  at  some  district  points  over  the  state.  Such  a  systen  might  be 
utilized  for  the  purpose  of  collecting  both  tho  property  tax  and  license 
foes,  as  well  as  for  the  issuance  of  license  plates.   Inasnuch  as  a  large 
percentage  of  notor  vehicle  ov/ners  have  been  accustomed  to  visiting  tho 
county  offices  in  order  to  pay  thoir  property  tax  on  motor  vehicles »  laainly 
in  tho  month  of  December,  it  would  appear  logical  to  make  all  necessary 
transactions  possible  when  they  make  such  a  visit.   This  would  entail  the 
collection  of  tho  motor  vehicle  property  tax  by  the  county  treasurer,  who 
would  give  the  taxp'ayer  a  receipt,  v/hich  receipt  would  bo  acceptable  by  the 
representative  of  tho  Coinmissionor  of  Motor  Vehicles  office,  or  some  desig- 
nated local  official,  as  evidence  of  the  ovmer  having  paid  such  property 
tax.   Then,  upon  payment  of  the  motor  vehicle  license  foe  to  the  state  rep- 
resentative of  the  Cormaissionor  of  Motor  Vehicles  office,  or  such  local  dos- 
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ignated  official,  the  license  platos  would  be  issuod  to  the  laotor  vehicle 
ovmor  and  the  necessary  transactions  would  be  conpletGd.  l/hora  tho  county 
is  responsible  for  the  collection  of  incorporated  town  property  taxes  on 
motor  Tohicles,  a  receipted  tax  bill  as  evidence  of  the  payr.iont  of  such  in- 
corporated tovm  taxes  would  be  acceptable  in  the  procedure. 

There  are  many  persons  who  bolievo  that  the  best  solution  to  the 
difficulties  involved  in  the  taxing  of  motor  vehicles  as  property  is  to 
transfer  the  adniinistration  of  this  tax  to  sone  state  agency.  The  Coinniis- 
sioner  of  Motor  Vehicles  office  has  a  record  and  full  description  of  every 
motor  vehicle  o-wned  and  operated  within  the  state.  This  information  is 
readily  available  for  listing  and  establishing  valuations,  except  in  a  rel- 
atively small  percentage  of  cases  v/herc  special  bodies  on  trucks  or  delivery 
vehicles  make  it  less  likely  that  a  state  agency  would  learn  of  the  true 
value . 

The  nobility  of  motor  vohiclos,  which  at  the  present  thwarts  effec- 
tive administration  of  the  local  property  tax  on  such  vohiclos,  ■^ives  to 
this  class  of  personal  property  a  state-vri.de  character  and  significance, 
which  suggests  it  as  a  typo  of  tnjcable  property  that  night  bo  bettor  ad- 
ninistered  through  sone  stato  office.  Allocating  and  roiaitting  to  the 
counties  and  incorporated  tovms  the  motor  vehicle  property  trjc  collected 
within  such  jurisdiction  could  be  arranged  on  the  basis  of  sone  statistical 
apportionment  that  would  approximate  their  present  respective  revenues. 

Every  resident  owner  of  a  motor  vehicle  must  apply  in  person  or  by 
nail  for  a  registration  permit,  if  he  or  she  has  secured  a  motor  vehicle 
title,  before  securing  license  platos  to  operate  such  motor  vehicle  in  the 
state.   For  those  resident  ovmers  who  already  have  title  to  their  motor  ve- 
hicles, the  Conr.iissionor  of  Motor  V^-hicles  office  mails  out  application 
blanks  in  anticipation  that  such  owners  will  desire  to  secure  license  plate:. 
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for  scid   notor  vehiclos  for  the  ensuing  year.   Those  requironents  establish 

connections   botvrocn   thj  r.iotor  vehicle   department  and  i.iotor  vehicle   owners 

which  can  bo  used  in  the  collection  of  tho  property  tax  on  notor  vehicles. 

One  might  easily  conceive  of  an  arrangcncnt  y;horcby  tho  property  tax  bill 

on  notor  vehicles  v/ould  be  mailed  fron  the  Cor.missioncr  of  Motor  Vehiclos 

ovmer 
office  to  notor  vehicle/in  the  srx.e  letter  v/ith  tho  registration  application 

and  the  :iotor  vehicle  ov.Tior  would  bo  required  to  rcnit  to  tho  Connissioner 
of  Motor  Vehicles  office  both  tho  property  taxes  due  and  the  license  fee 
as  a  pro-requisite  to  tho  issuance  of  license  plates.   In  fact,  both  license 
fee  and  property  tax  nay  o.ppea.r  and  be  conputod  for  the  taxpayer  on  the  ap- 
plication blank  Td.th  specific  instructions  to  tho  taxpayer  as  to  tho  total 
oiaount  to  be  ronittod. 

If  the  assessing  and  collecting  of  notor  vehicle  property  taxes  re- 
main in  the  hands  of  the  coxmties,  and  Baltinore  City,  the  current  county 
or  local  tax  ro.to  could  bo  applied  at  the  tine  of  assossnont  and  applica- 
tion for  license  plates.   On  tho  other  hand,  if  a  state  agency  vrere  re- 
sponsible for  the  assessing  and  ccllccting  of  notor  vehicle  property  taxes, 
it  night  be  necessary  to  have  a  uniforn  tax  rate  both  for  state  and  local 
purposes  (that  is,  a  uniforn  rate  for  state  purposes,  another  rate  for 
county  piirposes,  and  ono  for  incorporated  towns)  in  order  to  discourage  the 
practice  of  owners  claining  residence  in  the  units  mth  the  lowest  tax  rate. 
Otherwise  the  state  agency  could  collect  such  taxes  on  the  basis  of  tho  pre- 
vailing tax  rate  of  the  state  and  local  governnents. 

Some  states  have  displaced  tho  prei-^erty  tax  on  notur  vehicles,  thus 
eliminating  na.ny  of  the  adninistrative  difficulties  connected  thcrevath,  by 
combining  the  property  tax  and  the  notor  vehicle  license  foe  into  a  single 
tax  represented  by  an  increased  license  fee.   This  does  not  seen  feasible 
for  several  reasons.   There  is  no  particular  relationship  botaveen  the  basis 
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for  tho  property  tax  and  the  basis  used  for  detornining  the  license  fees. 
Thus  many  inequalities  nay  result  in  the  amlgaraation  of  the  two  taxes. 
Furthemorc,  the  property  tax  has  always  been  a  part  of  tho  incone  for  do- 
fraying  costs  of  local  general  government,  wheroas  the  registration,  or  li- 
cense foe,  is  ear-iaarked  for  highway  finance.   Local  govcrnxaents  vrould  not 
bo  satisfied  to  give  up  this  property  tax  incoiao  and,  in  the  event  of  sone 
nodification  whereby  the  state  xvould  remit  apportioned  collections  to  the 
local  units,  they  must  be  assured  that  such  reniittance  vdll  be  forthcomng 
in  the  proportion  necessary  i"  order  that  local  governi:ients  will  not  lose 
revenue  by  reason  of  tho  cho,nge  in  nethod.   Furthernorc,  this  does  not  ap- 
pear to  be  an  opportune  tiiiie  to  advoc^-te  an  increase  in  the  notor  vehicle 
license  foe,  and  at  no  tii.ic  would  taxpayers  at  largo  appreciate  the  rela- 
tionship between  a  reduction  in  one  tax  and  an  increase  in  another. 

Another  possible  substitution  for  the  existing  property  tax  on  raotor 
vehicles  is  that  of  the  gasoline  tax.   By  using  a  portion  of  the  gasoline 
tax, to  the  extent  of  one-half  cent  per  gallon,  sufficient  revenue  could  be 
secured  in  Maryland  to  replace  the  existing  property  tax  on  notor  vehicles. 
Administrative  difficulties  would  arise  from  making  such  a  change.   Allo- 
cating the  gasoline  tax  revenue  properly  and  equitably,  particularly  to  tho 
incorporated  tovms,  would  be  difficult.   IHto  counties  have  no  incorporated 
toivns  but  would  noed  to  be  considered  in  such  an  allocation.   Rural  people 
would  be  paying  taxes  for  the  support  of  functions  in  incorporated  towns 
formerly  supported  from  the  property  tax  on  motor  vehicles.   Furthermore, 
it  may  be  unsound  governmental  finance  to  increase  the  existing  gasoline  tax 
rate. 

An  analysis  was  made  of  the  administrative  expense  in  assessing  and 
collecting  notor  vehicle  property  taxes.   Detailed  data  of  such  analysis 
are  not  contained  herein,  inasmuch  as  it  \vas  not  alvj-ays  possible  to  segre- 
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gate,  in  a  compcirable  manner,  suoh  adiidnistratiTe  costs  connected  with  motor 
TTohicle  properties  from  those  concerning  other  properties.   It  is  quite  ap- 
parent, however,  that  the  cost  of  collecting  motor  vehicle  taxes  *,s  much 
greater  than  that  for  other  general!  property.   The  estimated  range  in  cost 
among  the  counties  was  from  one  to  twenty  per  cent  of  motor  vehicle  tax  col- 
lections . 

One  of  the  maxims  of  taxation  contends  that  a  tax  should  take  out  cf 
the  pockets  of  the  people  as  little  as  possible,  through  the  process  of  as- 
sessing and  collection,  compared  to  tho  revenue  used  for  actual  service  and 
benefits  to  taxpayers.  Tho  motor  vehicle  property  tax  does  not  conform  to 
this  maxim.   One  reason  for  the  relatively  high  cost  of  a.dministration  is 
the  fact  that  such  small  assessments  are  involved.   There  are  some  who  con- 
tend that  the  ninim.um  assessment  on  motor  vehicles  might  advantageously  bo 
increased  to  sp200  by  custon  or  statutory  provision. 

Table  2.  Number  and  Per  Cent  of  Motor  Vehicles  Assessed  at  Various  ^'jr-iounts, 

1933-34. 

(Based  on  Sample  ^Inalysis) 

J I  I '  i'  '      '     '    II'       I    '    I  i'  '   III      1      r   ri  I    '     '  1 ;  I  '■  I  r   M   ,  i  — •* 

Assessed  at  Assessed  at  Assessed  at   Assessed  at 
Number       |50 ^jplOO $100-j^200   $200  a.nd  more 

County         of      Num-  Per    Nim-  Per    Num-  Per    Num-    Per 

Motor    ber  Cent  of  ber  Cent  of  ber  Cent  of  ber   Cent  of 

Vehicles Total Total Total Total 

2,412  80.5  379  12.7  205  6.8 

19  0,4  2,466  51.2  929  19.3  1,406  29.1 

— _  3,164  41.2  1,375  17.9  3,148  40.9 

_—   2,915  65.7  741  16.7  782  17.6 

—  _   1^523  47.4  515  16.0  1,174  36.6 

37  0.6  3,685  64.0  1,076  18.7  963  15.7 

Table  2  shows  the  per  cent  of  motor  vehicles  assessed  at  various 
amounts  in  six  counties. /l  In  Prince  George's  County,  forty-one  per  cent 
of  the  motor  vehicles  were  assessed  at  s?100;  in  Garrett  County  eighty-one 
/I  Based  on  smaple  analysis. 
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per  cent  were  assessed  at  that  minir.iun  figure.   This  indicates  that  a  large 
poroontagG  of  motor  vehicle  o-vmors  are  liable  for  a  relatively  small  tax, 
v/hich  makes  the  cost  of  adr.iini  strati  on  exceedingly  high.   The  prolonged  de- 
pression has  necessarily  increased  the  relative  nuiabor  of  motor  vehicles 
assessed  at  small  amounts #   This  is  reflected  in  the  total  taxable  basis  for 
motor  vehicles,  \7hich  declined  in  Maryland  from  approximately  ■ip60,500,000  in 
1929  to  #43,000,000  in  1934. 


Table  3.  Number  and  For  Cont  of  Motor  Vehicle  O^/mcrs  Having  Other  Taxable 

Property 
(Based  on  Sample  i\nalysis) 
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Harford 

468 

203 

44.3 

255 

55,7 

Kent 

303 

179 

59.1 
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40.9 

Queen  Anne' s 

757 

376 

49.7 

381 

50.3 

Washington 

1078 

484 

44.9 
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55.1 

Data  from  four  counties  show  that  from  forty-one  to  fifty-five  per 
cent  of  the  motor  vehicle  owners  have  no  other  taxable  property  on  the  as- 
sessment books.   About  fifty  per  cont  of  those  are  liable  for  an  assessable 
basis  not  exceeding  $100.   Therefore,  it  can  be  assumed  that  about  twenty- 
five  per  cent  of  the  t9,xpaycrs  in  the  counties  have  taxable  property  of  only 
^100.  This  presumably  vrould  be  additional  argioment  for  having,  either  by 
custom  or  law,  a  minimijm  assessment  of  $200,  instead  of  .'-?100,  for  motor  ve- 
hicles.  It  may  be  argued  that  if  a  person  should  contribute  directly  to  the 
local  government,  he  should  certainly  contribute  noro  than  the  tax  on  an  as- 
sessment of  $100. /l  But  it  is  obvious  that,  in  any  distribution  of  tax  li- 
abilities on  any  basis,  there  is  necessarily  a  vade  range  of  values  among 

/I  I'lany  of  the  governmental  functions  made  necessary  by  virtue  of  motor  ve- 
hiclos  do  not  vary  in  cost  according  to  the  value  of  the  motor  vehicle. 
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individuals,  nnd  a  largo  per  cent  of  persons  frilling  mthin  that  group  of 
SLoall  tax  liabilities . 

The  present  nethod  of  adninistering  the  motor  vehicle  property  tax  in 
Maryland  constitutes  a  systenic  disGa.se  of  our  tax  structure.   It  is  a  la- 
borious, expensive,  crude,  and  obnoxious  attempt  to  bring  about  tax  equali- 
zation by  a  relatively  small  spreading  of  the  tax  base.   If  the  fruits  of 
such  are  to  bo  measured  in  ten:is  of  financial  contributions  made  by  that 
group  in  society  which  vrould  not  otheri/visc  pay  a  property  tax,  such  a  sys- 
tem night  ijell  be  dispensed  ivith,  since  tax  payments  of  that  group  vrould 
probably  no  more  than  meet  the  added  expense  involved  in  collecting  the  tax. 
As  far  as  net  results  are  concerned,  other  than  making  a  certain  group  tax 
conscious,  the  same  net  revenue  would  probably  result  by  combining  the  motor 
vehicle  property  tax  with  the  tax  bill  of  other  personal  property  and  of 
real  estate.  Iji   alternative  vrould  be  to  raise  the  minimum  assessment  to  a 
point  where  the  tax  payments  would  be  more  worthwhile. 

TlTe  exempt  from  taxation  small  property  holdings,  in  the  form  of 
household  furniture,  largely  in  consideration  oi  the  meager  property  owned 
by  a  certain  group  in  society,  as  well  as  the  exepnse  and  difficulty  in  col- 
lecting the  small  amount  of  tax  levied.   Turning  an  about  face,  we  devise  an 
expensive  system  to  reach  this  very  group  which  we  have  specifically  ex- 
empted in  the  case  of  household  furniture,  because  of  the  greater  possibil- 
ity of  making  the  "catch"  by  holding  a  club  over  the  heads  of  taxpayers. 
Thus  it  seems  rather  questionable  that  our  exemptions  in  the  case  of  house- 
hold furniture  have  altruistic  intentions./^ 

/I  It  is  also  apparent  that  it  is  much  easier  to  assess  motor  vehicles  a,c- 
cording  to  value  than  in  the  case  of  furniture,  since  motor  vehicles  have  a 
current  commercial  or  established  salable  value. 


-23- 

a 
Surely  wo  can  find  a  better  tax  or/more  ocononical  ncthod  of  reachin.^ 

such  a  group  of  taxpayers  and  niake  then  tax  conscious,  if  th  .t  is  the  desir^.d 

objective.   The  great  majority  of  general  property  taxpayers  do  pay  their 

taxes,  otherwise  our  local  govermuents  would  be  in  bankruptcy.   Therefore, 

a  law  that  would  revoke  or  suspend  motor  vehicle  registration  upon  failure 

to  pay  notor  vehicle  taxes  vrould  be  a  conplinent  to  the  honest  and  conscien*- 

tious  and  tho  proper  punisluiont  for  ~,a^   unscrupulous  and  cr.,ss  negligent. 

Instead  of  sunpocting  all  citizens  ':.s  violators,  we  vrould  bo  dealing  with 

actual  violators  only. 

Results  of  the  sufvoy  contained  in  this  report  nay  bo  suimaari^ed  as 

follows: 

1.  A  7d.de  variety  of  practices  and  ncthcds  ar'^  utilized  in  the  coun-' 
ties  in  the  assossdont  and  collection  of  the  notor  vehicle  nroperty  tixx. 
Uniformity  is  conspicuous  by  its  absence. 

2.  The  present  procedure,  in  most  counties,  is  costly,  in  that  the 
administrative  exponso  consumes  cji  excessive  per  cent  of  the  revenue  ob- 
tained. 

3.  Unnecessary  and  expensive  procedures  are  involved  on  the  part  of 
both  the  county  and  the  taxpayer  under  present  administrative  procedures. 

4.  Counties  are  experiencing  difficulty  in  maintaining  proper  recordt: 
of  motor  vehicles  in  their  respective  jurisdictions  without  considerable 
lost  motion  and  resulting  dead-wood  or  open  accounts. 

5.  There  seems  to  be  a  difference  in  time  when  taxpayers  pay  their 
real  estate  taxes  and  when  they  pay  their  taxes  on  motor  vehicles,  irre- 
spective of  tho  fact  that  both  are  due  at  the  sax\e  time  and  are  affected 
alike  by  discount  privileges  and  interest  charges. 

6.  Some  counties  arc  attempting  to  facilitate  th ;  r..di:.inistration  of 
tho  property  tax  on  motor  vehicles  by  making  the  assessment  and  tax  collcc- 
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tlon  coincide  with  the  time  of  application  for  licansc  platos. 

The  following  tT.vo  altornative  proposals  aro  suggested  to  Ijnprove  tho 
existing  administration  of  the  notor  vehicle  property  tax^  one  of  which 
would  continue  local  administration  v^rhile  the  other  substitutes  state  ad- 
ministration. 

Proposal  I;  Whereby  the  present  plan  of  county  administration  of  tho 
property  tax  on  notor  vehicles  bo  retained,  but  with  the  two  following  al- 
ternative changes: 

A.  That  tho  state,  counties  and  incorporated  places  make  their  fis- 
cal years  uniform  for  the  administering  of  all  property  taxes.  Insofar  as 
the  notor  vehicle  property  tax  is  oonfcernod,  tho  fiscal  year  might  as  well 
be  the  calendar  year,  since  such  vrould  coincide  with  the  issuance  of  license 
plates.  However,  it  nay  be  just  as  feasible  to  make  Juno  30  as  the  end  of 
the  fiscal  year,  with  new  license  platos  required  for  tho  yeo>r  beginning 
July  1. 

B.  That  notor  vehicles  be  placed  in  a  special  class  for  property  to.y. 
purposes  (if  such  is  constitutional),  and  that  the  assessable  date  for  notoi 
vehicles  fall  in  tho  month  when  applicatiorls  are  made  for  license  plates. 
The  tax  rate  applied  to  the  assessment  v/ould  neod  to  be  the  current  rate  of 
all  governmental  units  concerned  at  the  time  assessment  and  application  for 
license  plates  arc  made. 

Under  either  of  the  two  above  methods  involving  county  supervision  of 
such  taxes  the  following  points  should  bo  considered! 

1.  That  savings  in  county  expenses  may  be  realized  if  one-cent 
postal  cards  are  used  in  mailing  out  tax  notices.   In  fact,  the  practice  of 
mailing  tax  notices  might  be  discarded  entirely,  except  upon  request  of  tax- 
payers, 

2.  That  tho  counties  would  have  less  difficulty  in  keeping  their 
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rocords  complete  cind  accurate  if  the  GoinmissionGr  of  Motor  Vehiclos  office 
would  supply  current  lists  of  motor  "vehicles  sold,  especially  those  Sold 
outside  of  the  state,  and  those  junked.  T^Vhen  an  ovmor  nf.kes  a  change  in 
motor  vehicles  owned,  the  old  assessment  should  be  abated  and  the  taxpayer 
should  be  required  to  list  his  new  property. 

3.  That  one  set  of  permanently  bound  county  records  is  advisable. 

4.  That  the  application  blanks  for  registration  should  be  sent  to 
the  county  tr'jasurer' s  office  in  lots  for  perforation,  unless  the  majority 
of  taxpayers  make  payr.ient  in  December,  or  any  other  months  when  such  regis- 
tration blanks  are  being  distributed  to  ovniGi*s. 

5.  That  there  should  bo  closo,  if  not  exact,  unity  boti/veen  the 
motor  vehicle  on  which  the  property  tax  is  being  paid  and  the  one  for  which 
license  plates  are  issued* 

6.  That  license  platoB  could  be  issued  at  the  county  seats  and  at 
the  same  time  property  taxes  are  paid. 

7.  That  rocoiptod  tax  bills  or  personal  property  tax  permits  for 
registration  of  motor  vehicles  can  bo  made  practicable  as  evidence  of  tax 
payments  and  thus  facilitate  the  procedure. 

8.  That  the  cost  of  administration  may  be  mtiterially  reduced  if 
the  office  work  is  systematized  and  dovetailed  into  tho  work  pertaining  to 
the  administration  of  other  property  taxes. 

9.  That  the  practicability  of  establishing  tho  minimum  assessment 
on  motor  vehicles  at  ^iiSOO  be  considered. 

Proposal  II;  I^fheroby  the  proportjr  tax  on  motor  vehicles  would  be  ad- 
ministered and  collected  by  a  designated  state  dopartiaent  as  folloYifs: 

That  the  designated  state  administrative  office  assess  all  v.iotor  ve- 
hicles, apply  the  c^urrent  local  and  state  tax  rates,  and  unclose  a  property 
tax  bill  with  the  application  blank  for  registration,  or  place  both  the  li- 
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conse  fee  r.nd  pfoporty  taxes  duo  on  the  application  tilarik , '■ 'ith  instructicns 
as  to  tho  amount  to  be  reaittod  by  tho  raotor  vohiolo  ov.mcr.   Such  local 
property  tax  collections  wculd  thon  bo  distributed  to  the  several  local  gov- 
ornncntal  units  according  to  the  rosidunce  of  the  notor  vehicle  ovvnorsj  with 
the  state  tax  going  to  the  proper  state  department. 

The  follovdng  four  c.ltern-.tivo  proposals  aro  suggested  in  liou  of 
either  county  or*  state  collection  of  notoi:'  Vohicle  property  taxes  separate 
and  distinct  fron  the  other  general  property  taxest 

Proposal  li   That  tho  property  tax  on  notor  vehicles  bo  abolished: 
this  suggestion  being  made  partly  on  the  basis  of  existing  proportion  of 
motor  vehicles  assessed  at  $100  or  less;  but,  if  the  average  value  of  notor 
vehicles  should  rise  sufficiently  to  materially  affect  this  relative  im- 
portance of  small  assessmcntSj  or  if  the  nininuu  assessnont  were  sot  at 
$200  or  more,  there  would  be  less  justificr.tion  for  abolishing  the  property 
tax  on  motor  vehicles.  Abolishment  would, , however,  permit  ouployees  to  give 
more  of  their  tine  to  the  assessment  of  other  personal  property  and  real 
estate,  which,  fron  the  standpoint  of  revenue  night  be  an  advantage  to  tho 
counties. 

Proposal  II;   That  the  property  tax  on  motor  vehicles  bo  included  in 
the  tax  bill  on  real  estate  and/or  of  other  personal  property,  and  that  tho 
local  authorities  notify  tho  Corxiissionor  of  Motor  Vehicles  as  to  those  per- 
sons who  have  not  paid  their  taxes  v/ithin  a  certain  period,  in  which  cases 
tho  Comi.iissionor  of  Motor  Vehicles  shall  revoke  or  suspend  registration  of 
those  vehicles  until  such  taxes  have  boon  paid. 

Proposal  III;   That  the  motor  vehicle  ovmer  be  required  to  pay  an  in- 
spection fee,  graduated  on  some  bgisis,  before  being  able  to  secure  license 
plates;  such  inspection  fee  being  pa.yable  to  tho  county  or  local  government 
in  which  the  ovmor  resides. 
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Proposal  IV;   That  tho  property  tax  on  notor  vohicles  bo  replaoed  ty 
a  aharc  of  the  tax  on  gasoline  or  a  sharo  of  the  motor  VGhiclc  lioeaso  fee 
rcvonuo;  suoh  gasoline  tax  or  notor  vehicle  liconso  revonuo  to  be  distrib- 
'utod  to  tho  State,  counties  and  incorporated  places  on  a  basis  conparablo  to 
tho  existing  relationships  of  raotor  vohiclo  property  tax  collections  among 
those  govornnontal  units.  Such  replaced  revenue  night  properly  bo  dedi- 
cated to  road  and  street  purposes  only. 


